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A history of the American theatre from its origins to 1832 William Dunlap is a fascinating journey that

traces the evolution of performance art in the United States. From its rudimentary beginnings in the

early colonial period to the burgeoning theatrical scene of the early 19th century, American theatre has

been shaped by cultural influences, social changes, and the unique experiences of the American

people. This article will explore the key developments, figures, and milestones that have defined

American theatre up to 1832, focusing on the contributions of William Dunlap, often regarded as the

father of American theatre.

The Colonial Era: The Seeds of American Theatre

The roots of American theatre can be traced back to the colonial period, where early settlers brought

with them various forms of entertainment, including folk plays, religious dramas, and traveling

performances.

Early Influences

1. European Traditions: The early American theatre was heavily influenced by European styles,

particularly the English theatre. Many colonists were familiar with Shakespearean plays and commedia

dell'arte, which provided a backdrop for the development of local theatrical forms.

2. Religious Context: The Puritanical influence in New England led to a general disdain for theatre,

seen as immoral and frivolous. This attitude stifled the growth of formal theatrical productions in the

region, while other colonies, such as Virginia, were more accepting of theatrical performances.



First Theatrical Productions

The first recorded theatrical performance in America took place in 1665 in the colony of New York,

featuring a production of "The Siege of Rhodes." Other notable early performances included:

- William Shakespeare's "Othello" (1716 in New York)

- The Comedy of Errors staged by Lewis Hallam (1752 in Williamsburg, Virginia)

These performances marked the beginning of a formal theatre culture in America, paving the way for a

more structured theatrical tradition.

The Rise of American Theatre: 18th Century Developments

As the 18th century progressed, American theatre began to flourish, supported by a growing

population and an increasing number of theatrical companies.

Establishment of Theatres

In the mid-1700s, several theatres were established in major cities like New York, Philadelphia, and

Charleston. The most significant venues included:

- The Theatre Royal in New York, founded in 1750

- The Southwark Theatre in Philadelphia, opened in 1766

These establishments provided a platform for both American and English actors, enabling the

performance of plays that resonated with local audiences.



Notable Figures and Contributions

Several key figures emerged during this time, contributing significantly to the development of American

theatre:

- David Douglass: A Scottish actor and manager who played a crucial role in establishing professional

theatre in America.

- John Hodgkinson: An actor and manager who brought English theatrical traditions to American

audiences.

Their efforts helped to shape the early American theatrical landscape and foster a burgeoning

appreciation for the arts.

The Revolutionary War and its Impact on Theatre

The American Revolutionary War (1775-1783) had a profound impact on theatre, both in terms of

content and the audience's perception of performance.

Patriotism and Dramatic Themes

During this period, plays often reflected patriotic themes and the struggle for independence. Notable

works included:

- "The Contrast" by Royall Tyler (1787), which critiqued British society and celebrated American ideals.

- "The American Tar" (1789), a comedy that portrayed the lives of sailors during the war.

These plays served to unite the audience around common values and ideals, reinforcing a sense of

national identity.



Theatre's Decline and Resurgence

After the war, many theatres faced financial difficulties due to the unstable economy. However, the late

1780s saw a resurgence of interest in theatre, driven by the need for entertainment and cultural

representation.

The Early 19th Century: The Birth of a National Identity

As the United States moved into the early 19th century, American theatre began to carve out its own

identity, separate from its European roots.

Emergence of American Playwrights

The early 1800s saw the rise of American playwrights who began to write original works that reflected

American life. Notable playwrights included:

- James Nelson Barker: Known for his tragedies and comedies that explored American themes.

- William Dunlap: Often referred to as the father of American theatre, Dunlap was a prolific playwright,

actor, and theatre manager who contributed significantly to the development of American theatrical

identity.

William Dunlap's Contributions

William Dunlap was instrumental in the growth of American theatre in the late 18th and early 19th

centuries. His contributions include:

1. Playwriting: Dunlap wrote several plays, including "The Father," which addressed themes of family



and morality.

2. Theatrical Management: He managed the John Street Theatre in New York, helping to establish it

as a leading venue for theatrical performances.

3. Promotion of American Theatre: Dunlap advocated for the recognition of American works, promoting

original plays over European imports.

The Theatrical Landscape of 1832 and Beyond

By 1832, American theatre had evolved significantly, showcasing a blend of American stories,

characters, and themes. The theatrical landscape was characterized by:

- Diverse Genres: Theatre in America began to embrace various genres, from melodramas to

comedies, reflecting the complexities of American society.

- Growing Audiences: The expansion of cities and the middle class led to increased attendance at

theatrical performances, fostering a vibrant theatre culture.

While the American theatre scene was still developing, the groundwork laid by Dunlap and his

contemporaries set the stage for future growth and innovation.

Conclusion

A history of the American theatre from its origins to 1832 William Dunlap illustrates the dynamic

evolution of performance art in the United States. From its colonial roots to the establishment of a

distinct American identity in theatre, this history reflects the cultural, social, and political changes that

shaped the nation. The contributions of figures like William Dunlap were pivotal in promoting American

theatre and ensuring its survival and growth. As the 19th century progressed, the foundations laid

during this period would continue to influence American theatre for generations to come.



Frequently Asked Questions

What were the origins of American theatre prior to William Dunlap?

The origins of American theatre can be traced back to the early colonial period, where performances

were often informal and included variety acts, religious plays, and folk dramas. The first recorded

performance in America was in 1665 in New York, but it was not until the 18th century that theatre

began to take a more structured form.

Who was William Dunlap and what was his significance in American

theatre?

William Dunlap (1766-1839) was a pivotal figure in American theatre, known as the 'father of American

theatre.' He was a playwright, actor, and theatre manager, and he played a crucial role in establishing

a distinct American theatrical tradition in the late 18th and early 19th centuries.

What role did the American Revolution play in the development of

theatre?

The American Revolution had a significant impact on theatre, as it fostered a sense of national identity

and encouraged the creation of works that reflected American themes and values. After the

Revolution, there was a push for more original American plays rather than adaptations of European

works.

What were some of the notable plays written by William Dunlap?

William Dunlap is known for several notable plays, including 'The Constant Couple' (1786), 'The

Father' (1789), and 'The Virginian' (1793). His works often incorporated American settings and themes,

contributing to the development of a unique American theatrical voice.



How did theatre in America differ from European theatre during this

period?

American theatre during this period began to diverge from European theatre by focusing on local

themes, characters, and settings. While European theatre often relied on classical forms and

established genres, American theatre sought to reflect the diverse experiences of a growing nation.

What were the first permanent theatres established in America?

The first permanent theatres in America included the Southwark Theatre in Philadelphia, built in 1766,

and the Park Theatre in New York City, which opened in 1798. These venues became important

cultural centers for performances and the growth of the theatrical community.

What was the impact of the War of 1812 on American theatre?

The War of 1812 had a mixed impact on American theatre. While some theatres closed due to the

conflict, others thrived by producing patriotic plays that celebrated American resilience. The war also

prompted a greater interest in distinctly American stories and characters.

How did the audience for American theatre evolve from its origins to

1832?

The audience for American theatre evolved significantly, transitioning from predominantly elite and

upper-class patrons to a more diverse audience that included middle-class and working-class

individuals. This shift contributed to the popularity of melodrama and other accessible forms of theatre.

What legacy did William Dunlap leave for future generations of

American theatre?

William Dunlap's legacy includes his role in establishing a foundation for American drama and theatre

practices. His efforts to create original American works, along with his writings on theatre history,

influenced future playwrights and helped shape the trajectory of American theatre.
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